_Justice neither fair nor blind

91 W"V Gov Ryan commuted the death sen-

tences of 167 mmates to life in

a"i 105 prison. Ryan said the death penalty
In May 2002, Gov. Parris N. Glen- .

“is haunted by the demon of error.”
dening imposed a moratorium to put ° g}(‘le DI tests thz:.;:l\ave ex:‘:;
death penalty executions on hold un- ated dozens of convicted crimin
til the University of Maryland com- Tecent years have ralsed gIave
peted its $225,000, two-and-a-half- G0ubts about the reliability of jury
year death penalty study and pre- verdicts. While exoneration can re-
sented it to the legislature. That has :

lease wrongly convxcted and xmpns-
been done.

The study examined 5,978 first-
and second-degree murders com-
mitted between 1978 and 1999. With
greater emphasis and detail, the
study confirmed what two previous
studies concluded — there are gap-
ing disparities in the imposition of
the death penalty. The race of the
victim and the Junsdlcnon in w}uch
the crime wi comrmtted play a ma-
JO!' role i termmmg who gets sen-
tenced to death. Indeed, the imposP
tion of the death penalty in Mary-
land is neither fair nor blind. And
it’s safe to assume that the same is
true in the 36 other states that im-
pose the death penalty.

The study found that African-
American defendants accused of
kllhng white victims are sxgmﬁcant—
ly more likely to receive the death
sentence than other defendants. In
addmon Baltimore County District
Attorney Sandra O’Connor seeks the
death penalty in every case that is
ehgxble for the penalty. Balumore
County’s death penalty sentences
sought and death penalty conwcnons
rendered exceed those in Prince
George’s County, Baltunore Clty and
Anne Arundel County
: George Ryan, the former Repub-,
lican governor of Hlmms beheved
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been wrongly conwcted and executed

Swayed nejther by Gov. Ryan’s ac-
tion nor the documentation of the lat-
est death penalty study which points
clearly to huge racial and geographic
disparities in the imposition of the
death penalty, Gov. Robert L. Ehrlich
Jr. states he will end the state’s mora-
torium on death penalty executions.
He said that he and Lt. Gov. Michael
Steele, who opposes the death penal-
ty, will review the cases of the Mary-
land’s 12 death row inmates to assure
that they were fairly tried and con-
victed.

That really begs the question. In-
deed, the 12 death row inmates may
have been fairly tried and convicted.
However if their death sentences were
influenced by the victims’ race or the
county in which the crime was com-
mitted, a review of their cases will not
expose the fact that the bias began be-
fore the individual ever came to trial.
Prof. Raymond Paternoster, the au-

thor of the death penalty study, sug-
gested that to make the system more

equltable, umform standards should
be created for prosecutors handling
death-eligible cases. He also said “pro-
portionality review” might be re-insti-
tuted. This is a process whereby the
Maryland Court of Appeals compares
each death sentence with punishments
for similar crimes and conducts a con-
tinuous monitoring of the system.

In 1993, a gubernatorial commis-
sion charged with studying the death
penalty found that there was racial
disparity in the imposition of the
penalty. In 1996, a gubernatorial task
force reached the same conclusion.

posed and how much lt was riddled
with error. Three years ago, Ryan
ordered a moratorium on executions
after 13 death row lnmates were
found wrongly convicted. In all,
since Illinois remstated_ its death
penélty, 12 inmates have been exe-
cuted and 17 have been cfeared of
murder charg 14 Hls faxth in the
‘death penalty shaken to the core

And now this latest University of
Maryland study affirms the conclu-
sions reached n 1993 and 1996 and
statistically proves that who is killed
and where the murder takes place
have a lot to do with who is sentenced
to death. That type of justice is neither
fair nor blind. In fact, that type of jus-
tice is not justice at all.

Maryland State Sen. Ulysses Cur-
rie, a Prince George's County Demo-
crat, is chairman of the Budget and
Tazation Commitiee.



